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By Peta Mitchell. 
 
Elizabeth Grosz’s Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Earth (Columbia UP, 
2008) is an intriguing, and at times provocative, meditation upon the nature of art and 
artistic practice. In some respects, Chaos, Territory, Art represents a return to the questions 
of space Grosz examined in her 2001 book Architecture from the Outside: Essays on Virtual 
and Real Space and a shift away from the questions of time that formed the basis of her 
two intervening books, The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution and the Untimely (2004) and Time 
Travels: Feminism, Nature, Power (2005). Yet here, as in much of Grosz’s work, time and 
Henri Bergson remain touchstones, for, as she writes, perhaps Bergson’s immersed and 
intuitive subject “finds its culmination, not in the theoretical speculations of the 
philosopher, whose orientation tends to the abstract, but in the work of the artist, writer, 
or musician, whose field of creation is primarily durational” (86). 
 
Grosz takes a deliberately nonaesthetic stance in regard to art—she is interested in the 
sexual and animalistic aspects of art (art, she says, is “of the animal” (63)), the way that 
art frames chaos, and the way in which art emerges, often unpredictably, from the 
interrelationship between body and territory. “Art proper,” she writes, “emerges when 
sensation can detach itself and gain an autonomy from its creator and its perceiver, when 
something of the chaos from which it is drawn can breathe and have a life of its own” 
(7). Indeed, Grosz states that her goal in Chaos, Territory, Art is “to develop a nonaesthetic 
philosophy for art, a philosophy appropriate to the arts that neither replaces art history 
and criticism nor claims to provide an assessment of the value, quality, or meaning of art, 
but instead addresses the common forces and powers of art, the regions of overlap 
between the various arts and philosophy” (2).  
 
Grosz stakes out the boundaries of her study unambiguously at the outset. In its 
endeavour to examine the “conditions for art’s emergence,” her study will not be based 
upon empirical research or evidence; instead, it will focus upon the “concepts art entails, 
assumes, and elaborates” (1). Here, Grosz acknowledges her debt to Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari, whose writing she describes as her “guides” in her exploration (2). In 
many respects, Chaos, Territory, Art is a descant upon Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand 
Plateaus; in some senses, it is even a kind of songline that seems to echo and improvise 
upon Deleuzean terminology, such as chaos, milieu, plane of composition, becoming, 
and so forth. Chaos, Territory, Art was adapted from a series of lectures Grosz gave for the 
Wellek Library Lectures in Critical Theory at the University of California, Irvine, in 2007. 
The published version retains many rhythmic cadences of speech, and this, along with 
Grosz’s asyndetic style, adds to the lyrical nature of the work. 
 
The musicality of Grosz’s style is perhaps deliberate, for music is a central thematic 
concern of the book. Following Darwin’s argument about the evolution of music from 
sexual rather than natural selection (that is, in nature, the concern of music is 
attractiveness or pleasure rather than utility), Grosz reveals the “excessiveness” of music:  
 
Vibrations, waves, oscillations, resonances affect living bodies, not for any higher 
purpose but for pleasure alone. Living beings are vibratory beings: vibration is 
their mode of differentiation, the way they enhance and enjoy the forces of the 
earth itself. Music is “charming”: that is why it survives and why it is so culturally 
universal. (33) 
 
Darwin’s foregrounding of the role of music in the process of sexual selection highlights 
also the fact that art “begins with the animal,” and not with “machines, minds, or 
subjects”—on this, Grosz notes, Darwin and Deleuze and Guattari agree (35). Further, 
the animal always creates music, or art more broadly, within and in response to a 
particular milieu or territory. Grosz draws upon the work of Jakob von Uexküll (1864–
1944)—the founder of biosemiotics, whose concept of the Umwelt, or lifeworld, has 
influenced Deleuze and Guattari, Giorgio Agamben, and Martin Heidegger, among 
others—to elucidate this connection between art and milieu or territory. Not only is an 
organism’s actions within its Umwelt musical, but so too is the Umwelt itself, as in the case 
of the honeybee: 
 
The theme of the music for the honeybee is the collection of nectar and pollen. 
To find them the path that leads to them has to be marked with perceptual cures 
[sic]. This explains the choice of properties of flowers that become form, color, 
smell, and taste perceptions to the bees. A honeybee meadow is something very 
different from a human meadow. It is a honeybee composition made up of bee 
notes. (Uexküll, qtd in Grosz 43). 
 
Territory is exactly “that which is produced by the elaborate, if apparently useless, 
activity of construction, attention grabbing, and display that mark most of sexual 
selection” (12). An organism’s milieu is transformed into its territory by way of its 
rhythmic, bodily performance within its milieu. In the shift from milieu to territory, “the 
raw materials of art can erupt and the processes of deterritorialization, which are the 
condition of art, can begin. Territory enables new functions to erupt and new forces to 
regroup” (48). Territory is, therefore, at once enabling and constraining. And just as 
territory frames space, art frames chaos, thereby bringing about a “multiplicity of 
sensations. […] Framing is the raw condition under which sensations are created, 
metabolised, released into the world, made to live a life of their own, to infect and 
transform other sensations” (18).  
 
Although Grosz’s polyphonic philosophy of art is richly resonant, at times—and 
particularly when it deals with spatiality—it slips into a reductive mode that neglects 
historical or disciplinary context. Despite the fact, as I have noted, Grosz is careful to 
point out that her study is not an empirical one, at times her argument seems to be 
weakened by this lack of context. For instance, Grosz maintains an entirely ahistorical 
distinction between art and science. Following Deleuze and Guattari, Grosz distinguishes 
between the two planes upon which art and science operate. Where “art is the opening 
up of the universe to becoming-other, […] science is the opening up of the universe to 
practical action, to becoming useful” (23). Art and science, she continues “are not 
alternatives to each other: art ‘competes’ and ‘cooperates’ only with other art practices, as 
science, specific scientific doctrines, techniques, and principles, ‘compete’ and ‘cooperate’ 
only with each other” (26). Grosz concedes later in the book that “[t]his is not to say that 
art does not draw on science or that science does not draw on art,” but interaction 
between the two can only occur in order to 
 
transform the work of the other into its own language and its own purpose. Art 
thus directs many of its technical questions to science; indeed it may even draw 
on scientific techniques and methods for its own artistic production. But this 
work must be situated on the artistic plane of composition (61). 
 
This rigorous separation of science and art appears to overlook its own Cartesian 
underpinnings. Indeed, the relatively new field of cultural geography has done much to 
try to dispel the idea that art and science are, as Grosz puts it, autonomous. Dismissing 
the real historical competition and cooperation between art and science would ignore the 
very conditions for the emergence of geography as a “science” during the Enlightenment 
(which saw geography distancing itself from art) and the later emergence of cultural 
geography (which began, in part, to bring art, or the figural, back into the geographical 
frame). This is most immediately recognisable in those material products of geography: 
maps. As art historian Svetlana Alpers maintains, “[s]tudents of maps have never denied 
their artistic component. It is a commonplace of cartographic literature that maps 
combine art and science, and the great age of Dutch seventeenth-century maps offers a 
prime example of this” (54). Moreover, the fact that geography departments around the 
world are variously housed in Arts, Humanities, Social Science, and Science faculties 
shows how the discipline of geography itself tends to resist this kind of territorialisation. 
In Grosz’s reading of A Thousand Plateaus, she equates geography with “the space of the 
map, that which is regulated by measurable or abstract coordinates, what Deleuze and 
Guattari refer to as striated or sedentary space, a space whose location or region is 
abstracted from its lived qualities” (72). Yet, in Deleuze and Guattari’s separation of 
smooth and striated space, it is the tracing and not the map that is on the side of the 
striated. The map, rather, is rhizomatic and “entirely oriented toward an experimentation 
in contact with the real” (13). 
 
In spite of this oversimplification, Grosz’s Chaos, Territory, Art presents an insightful, 
lively, philosophical, and, above all, innovative perspective on the nature of art. As Grosz 
argues, and as her book bears out, “[w]hat philosophy can offer art is not a theory of art, 
an elaboration of its silent or undeveloped concepts, but what philosophy and art share 
in common—their rootedness in chaos, their capacity to ride the waves of a vibratory 
universe without direction or purpose, in short, their capacity to enlarge the universe by 
enabling its potential to be otherwise, to be framed through concepts and affects. They 
are among the most forceful ways in which culture generates a small space of chaos 
within chaos where chaos can be elaborated, felt, thought” (24). 
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